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ENHANCING BUSINESS EDUCATION USING AN INTEGRATED 

CORE CURRICULUM 



The College of Management at the University of Massachusetts Lowell developed and offered an 
integrated multidisciplinary undergraduate core curriculum between Fall 1992 and Spring 1995. 
This program used the new product development process as an integrative vehicle replacing six 
stand-alone business core courses. Student teams planned the development of a new product and 
its introduction to the global market. Comparisons with a national sample of business school 
students showed that functional area knowledge acquired by students in both groups was 
comparable, yet students in the experimental program developed a more integrated view of 
business processes and acquired better general business skills than those in more traditional 
programs. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

University of Massachusetts Lowell 
College of Management 
1 University Avenue 
Lowell, MA 01 854 

Yash R. Puri, Professor 
(508) 934-2807 



PROJECT OVERVIEW 

The integrated core curriculum project at the College of Management started on September 1, 
1992. The first year of the project concentrated on curriculum development; the second and the 
third years were for implementation of the curriculum. During this three-year effort, two 
interdisciplinary cases were prepared and used to develop an integrated approach. 

This project represented a "paradigm shift" in which six traditional core courses in the 
College's business curriculum were replaced with a year-long integrated program of nine 
credit-hours each in the Fall and the Spring semesters. The program was structured around the 
new product development process. 

PURPOSE 

The traditional business curriculum is designed to produce functional specialists, with little 
emphasis on integration among functional areas. At most schools, the business core consists of a 
number of different courses, each dealing with a different functional area. This approach does not 
agree with the contemporary management practice in the business world where major processes 
frequently cut across traditional functional boundaries. 

Using the new product development process, the program integrated the theory and 
practice of functional areas in a cohesive framework while ensuring that students develop an 
understanding of fundamental concepts and methodologies underlying each of the functional 
disciplines. In addition, the program sought to strengthen the students' writing and oral 
presentation skills to build and improve their self esteem, and to lay a foundation for a successful 
career. 

BACKGROUND AND ORIGINS 

In both domestic and foreign markets, American businesses face intense competition from foreign 
companies. These agile competitors rapidly bring quality new products to market. Key 
differences exist in how technology is managed in the U.S. compared to its strongest global 
competitors, who often achieve higher productivity. 

Foreign competitors often work closely with other industrial partners (e.g. suppliers) and 
effectively integrate people from different functional areas in the design and manufacture of new 
products. In traditional U.S. firms, emphasis was placed on developing specialists who may suffer 



from segmented thinking. To alleviate this problem, progressive U.S. companies now do utilize 
cross-functional teams to improve productivity in the critical area of new product development. 

This program was developed to provide students with broader vision and a better 
understanding of integration across functional areas in order to improve productivity and thus 
enhance competitiveness of their employers. 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

In this program, student teams were required to respond to the needs of decision-makers 
evaluating the introduction of a new product in two industries - static discharge control and 
orthopedic implant. Over the two cycles of the project, student teams were assigned specific new 
products in these industries. Each cycle was offered over an academic year. Students in the 
program enrolled in nine credit-hours in each of the two semesters in lieu of six traditional 
courses: Business Finance, Management Information Systems, Marketing Management, 
Operations Management, Organizational Behavior, and Business, Society, and Public Policy - six 
required courses in the College's core curriculum. 

Student teams prepared "deliverables" requiring them to evaluate a product as it 
progressed in a company from a concept through commercialization in world-wide markets. In 
preparing these reports, students had to develop product characteristics needed for market 
success, prepare marketing plans, evaluate manufacturing alternatives, generate financial 
projections, analyze distribution alternatives, and develop organizational capabilities needed to 
support the product. Thus, techniques and methodologies of various functional areas had to be 
applied to an ongoing project, and interdependencies among these functions had to be considered. 
This approach provided a holistic view of how a firm manages a critical process, in this instance 
new product introduction, and tended to break down functional silos resulting from a poor 
understanding of relationships among these functional areas. 

EVALUATION/PROJECT RESULTS 

Two fundamental issues needed to be considered in evaluating the program: 1) Did the students 
develop an adequate understanding of the techniques and methodologies of the functional areas 
included in the program? 2) Did they develop an adequate understanding of how these functional 
areas relate to each other in a realistic decision-making context? 

To address the first question, students in this program were compared to a national 
sample. This sample was obtained via the Core Curriculum Assessment Program (CCAP) of the 
American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business. Sample questions for each of the six areas 
integrated were administered to students in the program. Their performance was compared to 
that of the national sample in the CCAP database. Analysis of this data showed that there were 
no statistically significant differences in the understanding of the fundamental concepts of the six 
functional areas between students in this program and those in the CCAP sample. 

Two strategies were used to develop feedback about the second question. Assessment 
information was obtained through focus discussion groups conducted by an outside evaluator, and 
a questionnaire was developed and administered to students in two Senior year courses in the 
College in which both students who had completed this program and others who had completed 
the traditional core curriculum were enrolled. Information from this questionnaire was analyzed 
by group. The two groups were students who completed this program and students who 
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completed the traditional core curriculum. The evaluation of information gathered from these 
sources indicated that the integrated program indeed did help students to develop a more holistic 
understanding of business processes, and concomitant improvement of self-image in spite of the 
fact that the two groups had the same mean grade point averages. 

Thus, assessment activities indicated that the program was successful on both major 
criteria established for the project. 

Nevertheless, several issues must be considered in future integrative efforts. Students 
constantly compare demands imposed on them by such programs to those on students in the 
traditional program. This can be a significant source of student stress because the program 
required additional integrative activities such as group deliverables which are not part of the 
traditional courses. Including materials from all six areas in the first deliverable further 
exacerbated this problem. Integration also requires significant faculty time. New materials have 
to be developed and tested. Course materials and classroom coverage must be coordinated 
among faculty members in the program. Functional area materials need to be reorganized to 
address the requirements of decision issues incorporated in the deliverables. In order to actualize 
a cohesive program, course policies need to be coordinated and some grading activities need to be 
completed as a consensus among various faculty members in the program. This is particularly the 
case for integrative student projects such as the deliverables required in this program. Academic 
approval and administrative flexibility may have to be negotiated. These activities require 
substantial effort and time and can become sources of frustration for both the faculty and the 
students. As a matter of fact, due to workload concerns during the first year of implementation, 
the College's curriculum committee approved awarding of three additional credits to students in 
this program. The small enrollment in the second year of the program's implementation may have 
been due to some of these concerns. 

In this program, the outside evaluator - a faculty member from the College of Education 
specializing in curriculum development and assessment - played a significant role by frequently 
meeting with student and faculty groups to identify these concerns before they became significant 
problems. Since information became available quickly and disputed issues were handled 
expeditiously, the program progressed satisfactorily. Without an impartial outside facilitator who 
was not teaching in the program, small issues could have mushroomed into significant problems. 
Therefore, the role of such a counsel cannot be overemphasized in programs focusing on 
significant paradigm shift. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This project demonstrated that integrative programs can be very effective. In spite of the 
significant effort required of both students and participating faculty, the ultimate goal was 
achieved - students participating in the program received a better education. 

Faculty learned that integration is a major challenge. It must not be viewed as simply 
revising a course or set of courses. Significant effort will be required. Unanticipated difficulties 
may emerge. Therefore, faculty planning such effort must recognize that adjustments may have to 
be made during implementation, and must undertake this activity in a learning spirit with 
willingness to continue making adjustments. But, in the end, the reward will come from 
recognizing that these students are better prepared to join the work force. 
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ENHANCING BUSINESS EDUCATION USING AN INTEGRATED 

CORE CURRICULUM 

PROJECT OVERVIEW 

The integrated business core curriculum project at the College of Management (COM) started on 
September 1, 1992 under a grant funded by the U.S. Department of Education's Fund for the 
Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FEPSE). The first year of this three-year project was 
for curriculum development activities. The second and the third years implemented the new 
curriculum using two slightly different approaches and two separate year-long cases. 

A new approach was utilized in this curriculum development effort. The traditional 
business school core curriculum consists of separate functional area courses, and an attempt is 
made in the end to integrate these functional areas, typically using a series of cases. The approach 
in this program was unique in that core concepts normally taught in separate functional area 
courses were taught in the context of a major business process. The major business processes 
around which the core curriculum was based were new product development and management of 
an ongoing product. The project was given the name COMCORE (representing College Of 
Management business CORE curriculum). 

Existing products were used as the basis for the structure of classroom instruction and 
related student activities. The historical development of these products was traced by contacting 
business managers involved in the actual development of the products. The knowledge gained 
from their experiences was incorporated into two product cases - called "School Cases." These 
cases were used as a basis for teaching different functional areas, demonstrating linkages among 
them, and highlighting their role in major business processes. The overall learning objective was 
to help students develop a more holistic framework for understanding and applying functional 
area knowledge in business administration. 



PURPOSE 

Due to intense foreign competition, industry has been forced to reevaluate its business practices, 
productivity, and competitive position. Many companies have moved to break down functional 
silos and have adopted cross-functional teams to manage major processes. In contrast, most 
academic business programs have remained function oriented. COMCORE is designed to break 
down traditional organizational boundaries and encourage students to develop skills necessary for 
establishing and maintaining cooperative working relationships with others. Rather than taking a 
semester each of Marketing Management, Business Finance, Operations Management, 
Organizational Behavior, Management Information Systems (MIS), and Business, Society, and 
Public Policy (BSPP) emphasis is placed on all of these subjects concurrently by including them as 
part of an all-inclusive project focusing on the product development process. This contributes to 
a better educated and more productive manager, consistent with current practices in industry. 

PROGRAM GOALS 

The COMCORE program was designed to help students understand practical business problems, 
and learn functional area methodologies and the team process needed for their successful 
resolution. This led to the formation of two specific program goals: 



• Provide knowledge of methodologies and techniques associated with traditional business 
functional areas at a level comparable to business undergraduate junior-year students at an 
accredited university; and 

• Integrate this knowledge of functional areas in a cohesive framework by requiring student 
groups to apply these concepts to a practical business problem or process that cuts across 
these functional areas. 

In addition to these major program goals, additional sub-goals were developed. These 
included strengthening students' communications capabilities by enhancing their writing and oral 
presentation skills, introducing students to the world of electronic communications, and 
encouraging team-building skills. These sub-goals do not enhance a student's technical skills, but 
build and improve their self-esteem and lay the foundation for a successful career. 

PROGRAM OBJECTIVES 

Goals identified above were operationalized through a series of objectives to be accomplished for 
each semester of the year-long program. Major objectives for the two semesters were: 

First Semester 

• Acquaint students with "real world" business problems, e.g. new product development; 

• Introduce key decision issues relevant to these problems; 

• Demonstrate and analyze different techniques and alternative approaches to the solution of 
these complex tasks; and 

• Examine the effect of foreign competitive practices, the impact of ethical issues, and create 
conceptual frameworks necessary to address these issues. 

Second Semester 

• Examine the creation of a support organization for the new product; 

• Introduce impact of local business practices, impact of infrastructure, and other variants; 

• Understand the concept of quality in the context of a service organization; and 

• Examine approaches toward the recognition of change driven by internal and external forces. 

Following sections describe the COMCORE methodology for accomplishing these goals 
and actual attainment of these goals as determined by assessment of student achievements. 

BACKGROUND AND ORIGINS 

Competitive problems faced by American companies in global markets have been under 
substantive discussion over the past two decades. American companies not only faced stiff 
competition in foreign markets, but also saw their domestic dominance slowly erode in the favor 
of more agile foreign corporations. This has forced American industry to reevaluate its business 
practices and search for new ways to enhance productivity and improve competitive positions. 

Paradoxically, the U.S. is also credited with offering the best opportunities for 
management education. A survey 1 in the early nineties reported that "America, it is said, has the 

1 A global survey by The Economist [1991] highlighted some of the issues that were driving changes in 

graduate management education in the U.S. Significant discussion was devoted to the need for the 
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